Memories of “Buffalo Bill Cody’s” Wild West Circus in Moline, Illinois 
(William Frederick Cody was born in LeClaire, lowa on February 26, 1846.) 


As my father, Leslie C. Swanson, grew older and realized that his sharp recall of even 
childhood events were an important bit of Quad-City history, he would occasionally 
put together some typed notes from his memories. This was especially true of things 
related to his early start as a musician or about any events that might be historically 
important to the Quad-Cities. His love of writing was of course additional 
motivation. 


Dad’s memory was incredibly sharp but not infallible. He wasn’t sure of the exact year that he and his friends 
attended the Buffalo Bill’s circus in Moline, but thought he might have been about 8 years old. Before the event, 
he wasn’t aware of any woman sharpshooter, but one was featured in the show. Years later when hearing 
stories about Annie Oakley, he wondered if she might have been the markswoman that performed that year. 


Now, over 100 years later in this computerized “information age,” | was able to find answers to his questions. 
Annie Oakley did travel with the Buffalo Bill show, but the timing was wrong. Another woman shooter must 
have been featured at that time. The date of the Moline event was easy to locate. The wild-west show 
performed only once in that city according to a complete and quite impressive list* of Buffalo Bill’s 
performances in this country and beyond. The actual date was August 2, 1911, the only date listed for Moline. 
The group performed in Davenport, lowa the following day on August 3rd. Almost one year later, an event was 
staged in Rock Island on July 23, 1912. The final date for the show in this area was July 9, 1913 in Davenport. 
Buffalo Bill Cody died on January 10, 1917. 


Here are excerpts from Swanson’s memories of the August 2, 1911 event: 


“At the time our family lived at 12°" Street and 17‘ Avenue, only two blocks away from the show grounds on 
19th Avenue. All the kids in Moline were there for the show. They came by wagons, buggies and bicycles.” 
(Home address was 1629 12"St., Moline, Illinois) 


“The same show grounds were also the scene of regular performances yearly by the Ringling Brothers and the 
Barnum & Bailey circuses. | recall how the kids carried water for the elephants to obtain passes to their 
afternoon show.” 


“Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey visited the same grounds in the years just before World War I.” 


“The Buffalo Bill’s show was different than any other circus we ever saw at the Moline show grounds as it was 
performed in the open air without a tent. Earlier in the show | recall seeing a lot of trick riding and things you 
might expect now at a present day rodeo.” 


“| vividly recall the performance of two sharp shooters, one man and a woman. Someone would throw some 
round white things up in the air and the sharpshooters would knock them out of the sky unfailingly. They looked 
like some huge celluloid balls about the size of a grapefruit which would float lazily in the sky and afford a good 


target. |am sure they were using rifles instead of shotguns. This was about the time that the famous Winchester 
75 came into use.” 


“The entire show as a great spectacle and there was a lot of exciting action going on all the time. A crew of 
cowboys did some great stunts in various maneuvers before the shooting act, such as trick riding, ropes, etc.” 


“Climaxing the show was another feature when a stage coach drawn by two horses came dashing around the 
ring. After a few spins, things got hot and heavy. A band of about 15 or 20 Indians came in on horses, attacking 
the coach. The two men on the coach fired away and were apparently losing the battle when lo and behold a 
force of cowboys came in and joined the fray. A great gun battle ensued, with horses sprawling and bodies all 
over the place. After a few minutes of this, what was left of the Indians, thoroughly beaten, fled the scene.” 


A second account by Swanson of the same event follows: 


“The highlight of the show was the rousing battle which occurred between the cowboys and Indians after the 
Redskins had opened the encounter by savagely attacking the stage coach. They went round and round the 
small ring with two men in the drivers’ seat exchanging several rounds of gunfire with the horde of attackers. 
Just when it appeared the Indians had won the preliminary battle, a big band of cowboys came to the rescue. 
Hundreds of rifle shots rang out and there were bodies everywhere and horses sprawled about. The cowboys 
finally won the battle and the remnants of the attackers fled the scene.” 


“| also recall seeing my first buffalo. They didn’t have them doing anything but they led two or three around the 
ring in a brief exhibition.” 


“The climax feature was the appearance of the entire cast of about 60 men, all aboard horses stretched out ina 
line of 200 feet long, standing at attention as the band played its grand finale. Right in the center of the group 
was Buffalo Bill, dressed in a beautiful white suit astride a white horse. This was the only time Buffalo Bill 
appeared in the entire show.” 


When Buffalo Bill’s show appeared a year later in Rock Island, “a newspaper account of the day stated a crowd 
of several thousand witnessed the performance.” 


Vicki Swanson Wassenhove (Les Swanson’s daughter) 
March 8, 2023 


*Buffalo Bill’s site online for finding his show dates: https://buffalobill.org/documents/Buffalo_ Bill Visits.pdf 


